THE SCHOUDLER CRASH

some mephitlc incarnation who had emerged from the Scandinavian
mists, wearing the lustreless clothing of the present century, for the
purpose of accomplishing here below mysterious works of great cor-
ruption.

Very few people even knew him by sight, with his dome-like head
covered with grey hair smarmed down with lotion, his rectangular face
the colour of rice-paper, his pale eyes,, his vacant glance, which was
almost intolerable in its fixity and coldness, and his huge thin, red
hands, the hands of a Byzantine fresco, that looked as if they had been
attached to htm by mistake.

At all seasons and all hours of the day he wore the same black glace-
kid boots, and he had a slight limp which, in a provincial magistrate,
would have been taken for long-standing arthritis of the knee, but
which in him might well be interpreted as the limp of the Devil.

But sometimes, towards the end of the day, when the sun was setting
behind the Arc de Triomphe, and the cars in the Ghamps-EIysees were
moving to and fro in a great haze of light, a diplomat, turning to look
out of the rear window, would cry, with a mixture of vanity and fore-
boding, and perhaps also with a certain shame at entertaining these
two emotions: "Ah, there's Strinberg!"

It was the hour when the financier was driven down to the banks of
the Seine, towards Rueil and Bougival. In whatever capital he hap-
pened to be, he liked to follow the course of the rivers, those roads of
abundance where factory-chimneys, the wheels of power stations, the
cranes and lorries of docks alternated with slender, verdant islands, the
parks of old houses, and the poetry of ancient villages.

While the car drove on through the freshness of the evening, Strin-
berg, motionless on the back seat, vaguely watched the landscape go
by and dictated his letters to his secretary, who crouched on the little
seat in front of him.

Then, in some restaurant by the waterside, he dined, saying not a
word and drinking nothing but mineral water, while his secretary got
quietly drunk on French wines and began to look, beneath her white
hair, like a piece of bread dipped in violet paint.

Once back in the hotel, and protected by the barrier of silence
created by the several empty rooms on each side of him, he opened
the piano and, with his huge red hands, their thumbs misshapen and
their nails white, played German music to himself, Bach and Mozart
in particular, while the extraordinary calculating machine that resided
^-within the dome of his skull performed its fabulous operations with the
speed and precision of a mechanical brain.

This man, who, at any given moment, knew the rates of exchange
of every currency in the world and could alter those rates with a single
'  word, never carried money on him and never paid for anything him-
self.   The secretary,  or one of the  guards,  paid  minor  expenses.
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